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On 24th June 2017, one of Namibia’s most illustrious and celebrated sons, Andimba 
Herman Toivo ya Toivo was laid to 
rest at the Heroes Acre, some twenty 
kilometres south of Windhoek, the 
capital city of Namibia. 
Since ya Toivo’s passing, on 9 
June 2017, aged 92, many of his 
comrades, family members and friends 
paid tribute to this iconic son of the 
Namibian soil in the most colourful 
tones.  I will, however, try to analyse 
his role in Namibia’s liberation 
struggle by adding a little bit more to 
the contextual flavour; i.e. stretching 
ya Toivo a little bit further as a social 
product and as a historical agent in the 
context of his times. 
What do I mean by that and why 
is that important? It simply means 
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colonial Namibia had to produce a ya 
Toivo; and equally, that ya Toivo had 
to contribute to the unfolding of the 
anti-colonial struggle; and by extension 
to the history of Namibia.  In order 
for us to be able to understand and 
appreciate why certain human beings 
react in a certain way under specific 
circumstances, it is imperative to locate 
and analyse those individuals and their 
actions in a broader context of the 
historical epoch that has produced 
them.  
There is a constant interaction 
between humankind and his/her 
social environment. In other words, 
a person is influenced or shaped by 
his/her social environment, but as he/
she tries to understand and react to 
that environment, he/she also shapes 
that environment in turn. That is why 
interpretive disciplines like Sociology 
and Philosophy instruct us that a 
person is both a social product and 
a historical agent at the same time. 
This dialectical interplay between  his/
her social environment takes place 
in the context of time and space. 
That implies that that interaction 
happens in a certain geographical 
space and during a specific historical 
epoch. It is imperative to note that 
the degree or extent to which we 
influence our social environment may 
be different depending on who we 
are and the choices we make. To the 
extent that we are all shaped by our 
social environment, being a social 
product is a given, but being a historical 
agent is, to a larger degree, a matter of 
choice. 
In the process of influencing or 
shaping his/her social environment, 
people make history, but as 
Commandant Fidel Castro Ruz once 
said “…objective conditions are 
created by history, but subjective 
conditions are created by man.” Again, 
as my late Ghanaian Political Science 
lecturer, Chris Hesse would say “…
man makes history, but he/she does 
not make history according to his 
choosing…” . In other words, as human 
beings we are actors on the stage of 
life, but history takes its own arbitrary 
(random), and if you will, “independent 
course” apart from and despite their 
subjective intervention. However, as 
human beings we can decide to act so 
as to change our objective conditions 
and this is where subjective factors 
like political mobilisation, agitation, 
political activism and self-sacrifice for 
the sake of a just cause come into play.
During this interaction between a 
person and his/her social environment, 
ideas, songs, dances, vocabulary, 
poetry, and imagery are created by 
people as he/she is trying to interpret 
and influence his/her environment. All 
these different modes of expression 
can be captured in one word: culture. 
Culture, as Stephen Duncombe (2002) 
would argue, allows us to navigate our 
world, guiding our ideas of right and 
wrong, beautiful and ugly, just and 
unjust, possible and impossible. 
Economic determinism, which 
is based on the premise that socio-
political change is determined by 
economic forces was the central plank 
that underpinned classical Marxism. 
This theory hit a brick wall in the sense 
that socialist revolutions did not happen 
in the developed capitalist countries 
according to Marx’s “prediction.” In 
trying to “solve” that puzzle, the Italian 
Marxist theoretician, Antonio Gramsci 
came to the conclusion that the answer 
to that was to be found in how the ruling 
capitalist class, through state power, 
was using ideology in cultivating, 
what he called, a hegemonic culture 
to maintain consent to the capitalist 
order without using physical coercion. 
Duncombe also explained that the 
strength of cultural hegemony lies in 
its invisibility because it does not seem 
“political” and it is a lot harder to 
notice; and therefore does not create 
enough room for counter-resistance. 
When a culture becomes hegemonic, 
it becomes “common sense” for the 
majority of the population – including 
the oppressed. That is why Karl Marx 
was to say: ‘’…the ideas of the ruling 
class are the ruling ideas.” However, 
even under the most complete systems 
of control, there are always pockets 
of what Gramsci and Hall called 
“counter-hegemonic” cultures. It is the 
duty of the political activist not only 
to identify, but to also exploit these 
cultural pockets in order to build a 
radical counter culture that should lead 
to the birth of the new, ideal society 
with a new cultural hegemony.
In colonial Namibia, where ya 
Toivo grew up, the hegemonic culture 
was premised on white supremacy. By 
their mere involvement in the struggle, 
political activists like ya Toivo were, 
consciously or unconsciously, involved 
in the creation of a counter culture for 
the masses of the people to understand 
that political change was possible and 
that they were to be the architects of 
that change. 
Toivo ya Toivo, whose Finish 
Christian name means hope, was 
one of the few people who, in the 
1960s, chose the road less-travelled of 
confronting Apartheid colonialism in 
Namibia. He was born on 22 August 
1924 at Omangundu village in the 
Ondonga Traditional Authority of the 
then Ovamboland. He grew up in 
colonial Namibia which was a German 
colony until the end of the First World 
War.  After the defeat of Germany in 
the First World War, the territory was 
given to South Africa as a League of 
Nations Mandate. The United Nations 
(UN) that replaced the League of 
Nations after the end of the Second 
World War, introduced a Trusteeship 
system to bring all former German 
colonies in Africa under the UN. South 
Africa objected to that and instead 
colonised the territory and introduced 
its draconian Apartheid laws that 
promoted “white supremacy” at the 
expense of the black majority.
After the Ovaherero and Nama 
uprisings against German colonial 
rule (1904-1907), the ethnic groups 
that occupied the central parts of the 
country faced near extermination at 
the hands of the German colonial 
troops. As a result, the German colonial 
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administration (and later the new 
South African colonial administration) 
were facing a serious labour shortage 
to sustain the capitalist-based colonial 
economy. Cheap labour was needed 
to, inter alia, support extractive 
mining, fishing, and white commercial 
farming. The South African colonial 
administration had to look up north 
to recruit young men as cheap labour. 
Although this recruitment process was 
started during the German colonial 
era, it gained density during the South 
African colonial rule.
The workers, who were mainly 
recruited from the former Ovamboland 
and to some extent from Kavango, 
were subjected to the most humiliating 
and exploitative working conditions. 
These workers had to be stripped half-
naked as they were being inspected 
to assess their health condition and 
their fitness. They would then be 
categorised into different groups based 
on this physical examination. The type 
of work they were going to do was then 
determined on the basis of the “level 
of their fitness.”  Needless to say these 
workers did not have any say regarding 
the choice of the job they wanted to 
do or the boss they wanted to work 
for. The workers would be given a tag 
with a number which they had to carry 
around their neck. They would then 
be put on a crowded truck or train 
and then dropped at different stations 
along the way where their bosses were 
to collect them. They were not allowed 
to bring their family members along 
and they would normally be away on 
contract for anything between one to 
three years. 
Not only were the living and 
working conditions of these workers 
inhumane and unbearable, but their 
wages were very meagre as well. This 
was a perpetual cycle of poverty and 
enslavement in the sense that after the 
contract, your earnings were so poor 
that you could hardly sustain yourself 
and your family and you were thus duty-
bound to re-join the next round of the 
contract labour system. The working 
conditions of the farm labourers were, 
relatively speaking, even worse than 
those of their colleagues who were 
working in towns.  Given the fact that 
the farm workers were, for the most 
part, isolated from other people, their 
fate was totally in the hands of their 
employers. 
During the contract period, the 
understanding was that the worker 
would be given some accommodation 
and food rations but would then get his 
wages at the end of the contract period. 
Instead of paying the worker his wages 
at the end of the contract period, 
some white commercial farmers 
would simply shoot their workers 
dead and bury the body somewhere 
on the farm. In colonial Namibia this 
was common practice. These white 
commercial farmers would then get a 
new employee through the contract 
labour system.
Toivo ya Toivo joined the contract 
labour system as a farm worker at 
farm Ombona in the Kalkveld District 
(in present day Otjozondjupa Region) 
and experienced at first hand the 
terrible conditions of the workers. His 
political activism was informed by 
being subjected to these unbearable 
living and working conditions as a 
contract labourer. He was not only a 
social product of his environment, but 
most importantly, he decided to act to 
change the then prevailing objective 
conditions in his native Namibia. In 
other words, he chose to be a historical 
agent; and that came about at a very 
high cost.
After a short stint as a teacher at 
St. Mary’s School (Odibo) in 1945, 
young Ya Toivo left for Cape Town, 
South Africa, where he worked in 
several capacities as he was trying to 
earn a better living.  Here he began to 
work closely with the ANC, the South 
African Communist Party, the Liberal 
Party, and other progressive forces 
in Cape Town, which were working 
to dismantle the Apartheid system. 
In Cape Town, he was thus further 
re-shaped and re-moulded as a social 
product and that, in turn, enhanced 
and refined his skills as a political 
activist and historical agent. 
While in South Africa, he began to 
organise with other Namibians working 
in Cape Town and together they 
established the Ovamboland People’s 
Congress. This was later transformed 
into the Ovamboland People’s 
Organisation (OPO) and eventually 
into the South West Africa People’s 
Organisation (SWAPO) Party of today. 
OPO was initially formed to fight 
against the semi-slavery conditions of 
the contract labour system, but it was 
later transformed through heightened 
political consciousness into SWAPO so 
as to create a dialectical link between 
the plights of the workers and the 
struggle for the total liberation of 
Namibia. Ya Toivo and his comrades 
came to appreciate the fact that 
the semi-slavery conditions of the 
Namibian contract workers were but 
a part of a bigger problem, the illegal 
colonial occupation of their country 
by Apartheid South Africa. It became 
clear that the independence of 
Namibia should be the main focus of 
the struggle. One could further argue 
that the success of SWAPO, compared 
to other political formations of that 
time, was the fact that SWAPO, as a 
movement, had its genesis and roots in 
the struggle of the workers. 
Ya Toivo was eventually deported 
from South Africa back to Namibia 
because of his political activism and 
he was put under house arrest in the 
north of the country.  Despite police 
harassment, ya Toivo continued 
with his political activism in northern 
Namibia after his deportation from 
South Africa. Between 1965 and 1966 
he was actively involved in assisting the 
People’s Liberation Army of Namibia 
(PLAN) guerrillas who were infiltrating 
the country from Zambia. This led to 
his arrest in 1966 and he, together with 
36 other comrades, were put on trial in 
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South Africa in 1967-68. 
After their arrest, he and his 
comrades were subjected to all 
manner of brutal interrogation and 
torture, for which the then notorious 
South African State Security Police 
were known. During the trial and on 
Robben Island where he spent 16 
years, ya Toivo emerged as the de facto 
leader of the group and the others 
always looked up to him for guidance 
and encouragement. The quality of his 
leadership came to the fore during the 
darkest of hours when he spoke on 
behalf of his comrades from the dock 
at their trial in Pretoria when he said: 
“I know that the struggle will be long 
and bitter, but I also know that my 
people will wage that struggle whatever 
the cost.” This particular quote became 
a rallying point and an anchor for many 
Namibian activists who followed in his 
political footprints during the difficult 
years of our liberation struggle. Ya 
Toivo did not only refuse to accept 
that the Pretoria regime had the right 
to try him and his co-accused but he 
also continued to challenge the prison 
regulations on Robben Island because 
he did not accept their right to imprison 
him in the first place; and that led to 
him being put in solitary confinement 
for over one year. 
After Namibia’s independence in 
1990, he served in different ministerial 
positions. He served his country and 
people with dignity, distinction and 
grace until his dying day. I had an 
opportunity to rub shoulders with him 
at the 5th Continental Conference on 
Solidarity with Cuba which was held in 
Windhoek, Namibia, June 6-7, 2017; 
barely two days before his passing. He 
was the President of the Namibia-Cuba 
Friendship Association and he came to 
the conference to deliver a statement 
in that capacity. 
Humility, courage, fairness, and 
a reassuring demeanour were some 
of his endearing traits and therefore 
part of his enduring legacy. Above 
everything else, he was a man imbued 
with exceptional moral standing. Many 
of his compatriots would affectionately 
refer to him as Tatekulu Ya Toivo or 
grandfather Ya Toivo, because he was 
a father-figure to many.  Factionalism, 
with strong ethnic and regional 
undertones, has been rearing its ugly 
head within his beloved SWAPO Party 
over the last ten years or so, and this 
broke his heart as he did not want to 
associate himself with any faction. 
Ya Toivo did not have an ethnic 
or racial bone in him; and he had a 
special place in his heart for anyone 
who interacted with him regardless of 
ethnic or racial background and across 
generations. I remember that upon 
finding out that I was a lay preacher of 
the gospel, he would always teasingly 
greet me in flawless Otjiherero language 
(my mother tongue) by saying: “Kora 
muhonge.” In English, “how are you 
pastor?” He had touched the hearts 
of the mourners at the vigil of the late 
Ovaherero Paramount Chief, Kuaima 
Riruako, in 2014 when he, despite old 
age, spent two nights with them in open 
air until late into the night, braving a 
freezing Windhoek winter. Being the 
then President of the National United 
Democratic Organisation (NUDO), 
Chief Riruako was supposed to be Ya 
Toivo’s “political rival.” However, Ya 
Toivo, being what he was, disregarded 
that because for him the fact that both 
of them had, at some point, come 
under the spell of the political tutelage 
of legendary Ovaharero Chief, Hosea 
Kutako, was more important than 
belonging to different political parties. 
I watched the series of memorial 
services that was held in his memory in 
different parts of the country with keen 
interest and in awe, as various speakers 
rose to pay homage to this beloved son 
of the Namibian soil. At the memorial 
service that was held at his home town 
of Ondangwa, some of his childhood 
friends and close associates rose to pay 
tribute to their beloved son in his native 
Oshindonga dialect. I am sure ya Toivo 
was very proud of his Ndonga roots, 
but certainly not at the expense of his 
national identity as a Namibian or at 
the expense of his humanity for that 
matter. He always regarded himself as 
a Namibian first. You could not peg or 
confine ya Toivo to a particular ethnic 
group because that would be too small 
to contain him; and certainly contrary 
to his nature. The fact that after his 
release from prison he got married to 
his beloved wife – Vicky Erenstein-Ya 
Toivo – a US-born labour lawyer and 
activist of Jewish extraction testifies to 
his open-mindedness. For someone like 
Ya Toivo, the struggle of the Namibian 
people for self-determination was not 
just another heroic piece of history that 
he had read in a school text book. He 
was a historical agent and an organic 
activist in that history. It was a reality 
that he had to deal with on a daily 
basis and that led to his arrest and 
torture; and eventually to his long trial 
and imprisonment together with his 
comrades in a foreign country, away 
from home, away from family and 
friends. This was not a walk in the park; 
and as Chairman Mao would say: “…
revolution is not a dinner party, it is not 
like writing an essay…”   
I am sure ya Toivo, humble as he 
was, would certainly want to be simply 
remembered in the words of Amilcar 
Cabral who, in reference to himself, 
once said: “I am just a simple African 
trying to do my duty for my country 
in the context of our times.” As he 
departed from this life, his expansive 
soul was embraced by the waves 
of our gigantic Atlantic Ocean and 
beyond into the heavens; for he, just 
like the Atlantic Ocean, belonged 
to Namibia but also to humanity at 
large. He was both a social product 
and a historical agent in the context 
of his times; and history has indeed 
absolved him.
The author of Robert Mangaliso 
Sobukwe’s biography, Benjamin 
Pogrund, chose a very interesting title 
for that biography, namely: “How Can 
Man Die Better: The Life of Robert 
Sobukwe.” I think this could as well be 
a befitting description of ya Toivo’s life. 
How could a man, who was larger than 
life, have died better? ■
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